Notes on the Readings, Advent 4, Year A

ISAIAH 7:10-16: King Ahaz of Judah, facing attack from Israel in alliance with Syria, called in the King of Assyria for military help. Isaiah's approach to Ahaz with the Lord's word that God would give Ahaz any sign he asked was rejected. Ahaz trusted rather in his commitment to Assyria, and thus rejected God. God gave him a sign, anyway, through the further prophecy of Isaiah. A young woman's current pregnancy would result at birth in the name 'Immanuel' being given the child. As the name means 'God with us', the event presupposes a victorious deliverance from God so great that both the attacking nations would be devastated by the time the child was born. Hence the name is a pious recognition of God's miraculous help. In St Matthew's gospel (today's gospel reading) this prophecy is applied more widely to the birth of our Lord Jesus Christ; the Hebrew word for 'young woman' being legitimately translated as 'virgin'. Indeed, this prophecy brings home to us the ultimate implications of 'God with us' in God's gift of victory over sin and eternal death through the birth of his Son. 

ROMANS 1:1-7: To put his letter to the Christians at Rome into context and to establish his own credentials, Paul includes in his greeting a very brief compendium of key teaching concerning the prophesied origins, person and work of Jesus Christ, his resurrection and continued work by the Holy Spirit. This is where and from whom his apostleship to the Gentiles is derived and is the basis of his authority and his reason for writing to them. He can truly offer them grace and peace as he salutes them as special people already called by the Holy Spirit to be God's holy people (saints.)

MATTHEW 2:18-25: Joseph is informed that the child conceived by his fiancée, Mary, is by the agency of the Holy Spirit. He is therefore not to divorce her, but rather by marrying her to provide a human legal line of descent to the child from King David, Joseph's ancestor. The prophecy from Isaiah (today's first reading) is quoted by St Matthew using the Greek Septuagint translation for the word 'young woman', namely 'virgin'. Thus Isaiah's prophesy from Ahaz's time is applied in an infinitely wider meaning than deliverance from Judah' s current political enemies. From the angel's announcement it can be seen that the Messiah's descent from the Davidic kingship, his role as Saviour from sin, his miraculous origin by a human mother from the power of the Holy Spirit all point to the universal grace and peace which God offers the world through his own act of reconciliation through his Son.
